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Executive  Council 

When  we  speak  of  "the  government,”  we 
really  mean  Executive  Council,  which  con- 
sists of  the  Premier  and  cabinet  ministers. 
Following  a provincial  general  election,  the 
Lieutenant  Governor  asks  the  leader  of  the 
party  winning  the  most  seats  in  the  Legisla- 
tive Assembly  to  form  a government.  The 
leader  becomes  the  Premier  and  chooses 
the  ministers  from  among  the  elected  MLAs 
of  the  winning  party.  The  other  MLAs 
from  that  party  are  called  private  govern- 
ment members,  and  all  the  members  of  the 
governing  party  together  are  called  the 
government  caucus. 

Like  other  democratic  forms  of  govern- 
ment our  parliamentary  system  has  three 
branches:  the  legislative,  the  executive,  and 
the  judiciary.  The  legislative  branch  makes 
laws,  the  executive  puts  them  into  force,  and 
the  judiciary  applies  them  through  the 
courts.  Executive  Council  is  the  executive 
branch,  but  because  it  is  made  up  of  elected 
members  of  the  Assembly,  the  executive  and 
legislative  branches  overlap. 

A Complex  Role 

Whether  during  a session  of  the  Legisla- 
tive Assembly  or  at  other  times  of  the  year. 
Executive  Council’s  job  is  to  put  government 
policies  into  practice.  In  doing  so,  ministers 
work  with  their  whole  caucus,  with  other 
ministers,  or  as  individuals.  Throughout  the 
year  they  discuss  policy,  consider  new  laws, 
and  work  on  budget  estimates.  Individually 
they  are  department  heads,  ensuring  that 
the  laws  administered  by  their  departments 
are  enforced  and  developing  department 
programs.  During  a session  of  the  Legisla- 
tive Assembly  ministers  are  involved  in  the 


Assembly’s  business  as  well:  introducing 
and  debating  Bills,  answering  questions 
about  the  work  of  their  departments,  and 
taking  their  department’s  budget  estimates 
before  the  whole  Assembly  for  approval. 

Policy-making 

Executive  Council  sponsors  the  legislation 
and  programs  that  put  government  policies 
into  action,  but  every  member  of  the  gov- 
ernment caucus  has  a hand  in  deciding  what 
those  policies  will  be.  Policy  development 
begins  in  the  constituencies.  MLAs  monitor 
public  opinion  on  an  issue  and  take  a stand 
based  on  the  wishes  of  the  people  who  elec- 
ted them  and  the  philosophy  of  the  party 
they  belong  to. 

To  see  how  policy-making  works,  let’s 
look  at  an  example.  Meeting  long-term 
health  care  needs  is  an  important  issue  to- 
day, one  that  raises  many  questions.  Would 
people  needing  long-term  care  rather  be 
cared  for  in  hospitals  or  at  home?  What 
type  of  care  is  most  cost-effective?  Most 
practical?  Questions  such  as  these  must  be 
considered  before  the  government  can  de- 
cide on  a policy,  and  they  cannot  be  an- 
swered without  outside  advice.  Therefore, 
cabinet  ministers  and  other  members  of  the 
government  caucus  sit  on  various  commit- 
tees to  hear  the  views  of  those  interested  in 
a particular  issue. 

Caucus  committees  may  consist  of  both 
ministers  and  private  members  and  may  be 
permanent,  or  standing,  committees  or  set 
up  on  a short-term  basis.  In  the  example  of 
long-term  care,  the  standing  committee  on 
health  and  social  services  would  meet  with 
health  care  professionals  and  representa- 
tives from  various  organizations  to  hear 
their  ideas  on  long-term  health  care.  If  an 


issue  is  urgent,  some  private  members  and 
cabinet  ministers  might  form  a special  task 
force  to  study  it  over  a shorter  time  frame. 

Cabinet  committees  are  made  up  only  of 
ministers.  The  most  important  cabinet  com- 
mittee is  the  Finance,  Priorities,  and  Co- 
ordination Committee,  which  develops  long- 
term policies,  puts  them  in  order  of  priority, 
and  decides  how  they  will  be  financed.  Be- 
cause its  work  takes  in  budgeting  for  gov- 
ernment programs,  the  Priorities  Committee 
is  one  committee  that  would  discuss  long- 
term health  care  needs.  Another  might  be 
the  Social  Planning  Committee,  which  dev- 
elops social  policies  including  health,  educa- 
tion, and  so  on.  Other  cabinet  committees 
include  Ek^onomic  Planning,  Communica- 
tions, Calgary/Edmonton  Affairs,  Energy, 
and  Tourism. 

Both  cabinet  and  caucus  committees  study 
their  information  and  then  make  recom- 
mendations to  the  entire  Executive  Council. 
The  government  caucus  then  discusses  the 
issue  in  the  light  of  the  committees’  find- 
ings, public  opinion,  party  philosophy,  and 
the  moneys  available  for  various  programs. 


Health  care  Is  only  one  of  countless  areas  that  Executive  Council 
must  deal  with.  Its  decisions  In  this  field  relate  to  the  rales  doctors 
are  paid  for  their  services,  hospital  construction,  home  care  policy, 
and  so  on. 


From  Policy  to  Action 

Legislation.  One  way  of  putting  policies 
into  action  is  through  new  laws.  If,  for  ex- 
ample, the  government  caucus  decided  that 
people  requiring  long-term  care  should  re- 
main at  home  as  much  as  possible,  the  cab- 
inet might  draft  a new  law,  or  Bill,  establish- 
ing guidelines  to  regulate  home  care  ser- 
vices. The  caucus  would  then  go  over  the 
draft  and  suggest  changes  or  even  a rewrite. 
Although  Bills  are  debated  and  passed  only 
when  the  Assembly  is  in  session,  ministers 
and  caucus  work  year-round  planning  them. 

Only  when  the  Bill  has  the  go-ahead  from 
the  whole  government  caucus  is  it  intro- 
duced in  the  Legislative  Assembly.  At  this 
point  it  must  receive  three  readings  and 
Royal  Assent  before  it  becomes  law  (see 
Fact  Sheet  No.  4,  Making  Alberta’s  Laws). 
When  the  governing  party  has  a majority  of 
seats  in  the  Assembly,  passage  of  the  Bill  is 
assured. 

Programs  and  the  budget.  Another  way 
that  policies  become  reality  is  through  the 
programs  developed  by  government  depart- 
ments, each  of  which  is  headed  by  a mini- 
ster. For  example,  if  the  long-term  health 
care  policy  called  for  encouraging  home 
care,  ministers  involved  would  develop  pro- 
grams that  promoted  this  policy.  One  might 
encourage  health  care  workers  to  enter  the 
home  care  field,  while  another  might  help 
pay  for  medical  supplies  used  in  the  home. 

Departments  are  funded  according  to 
their  programs,  and  there  are  always  more 
programs  to  be  considered  than  our  tax  dol- 
lars can  pay  for.  Therefore,  ministers 
choose  what  they  feel  to  be  the  most  useful 
and  cost-effective  programs  for  their  depart- 
ments and  then  ask  the  Priorities  Commit- 
tee and  caucus  to  approve  them.  Programs 
that  are  approved  become  part  of  the  an- 
nual budget,  which  must  in  turn  be  passed 
by  the  whole  Assembly. 

As  department  heads,  as  committee  mem- 
bers, and  as  law-makers,  cabinet  ministers 
help  develop  and  put  into  practice  the  poli- 
cies that  affect  our  daily  lives. 


